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Abstract 
 
In this study international and domestic students were compared on variables such as 
accommodation and financial satisfaction, social support, mismatched expectations, academic 
stress, dysfunctional coping, and psychological distress.  International and domestic students 
(N = 86 for each group) enrolled at a large Australian university based in a capital city, 
completed a battery of questionnaires.  Results demonstrate that in comparison to domestic 
students, international students had less social support, used more dysfunctional coping 
strategies and had greater incongruence between their expectations and experiences of 
university life.  The results endorse the significance of providing high quality supportive and 
orientation programs to international students, to enhance their social support and coping 
strategies, which as demonstrated are lacking. 
 
Key words: Tertiary students, demographics, social support, mismatched expectations, 
academic stress, dysfunctional coping and psychological distress.   
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A Comparison of International and Domestic Tertiary Students in Australia 
Each year thousands of international students come to of Australia in pursuit of a 
quality education.  Australian universities have an enviable reputation and Australia is one of 
the most desirable destinations for study by overseas students.  Over the past decade 
international student numbers have more than doubled and they are a major source of revenue 
for the Australian economy.  International students make up approximately 24 percent of the 
total Australian university student population.  Of the total number of international students in 
Australia, approximately 82 percent come from Asian countries (DEST, 2005a).   
In general, tertiary students find commencing university study difficult.  Most students 
are young adults who are in the process of developing personal characteristics and identity in 
order to function with a greater psychological and financial independence (Furnham, 2004). 
Tertiary education involves adjustment to new academic and social environments. The 
demands of these new environments can create stressors that may strain interpersonal 
relationships, undermine self-esteem (Murff, 2005), and jeopardise academic performance 
(Clinard & Golden, 1973). Such demands are often more complex for the international 
students, who have to adapt to a new culture, language, academic and social environment 
(Mori, 2000).  Keeping in view the significance of international students in the Australian 
academic arena, it is important to evaluate their university adjustment by comparing them 
with the domestic students.  
Stressors encountered by students 
Lazarus and Folkman (1984) pointed to the role of certain environmental demands as 
potential stressors.  Some commonly identified stressors faced by students relate to 
demographic factors such as financial and accommodation satisfaction. As the main aim of 
the students is academic achievement, academic stressors are frequently encountered. Further, 
students in a new environment are challenged by social factors such as establishing adequate 
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supportive social networks to overcome isolation. Finally, associated with stressors are 
cognitive appraisals and coping strategies. The manner in which the students appraise their 
own selves and the learning environment and cope with the stressors is vital to their 
adjustment. Mismatched expectations and dysfunctional coping can impede their adjustment. 
Whilst the stressors that domestic students experience are many, the situation for international 
students is more complex.  The way in which these stressors are perceived and dealt with will 
largely influence the quality of the university experience of students.   
Finances are essential to student survival as without adequate finances the necessities 
of food and shelter cannot be acquired.  Research shows that the majority of university 
students have problems meeting their financial commitments (Roberts, Golding, Towell, & 
Weinreib, 1999).  In particular, financial strain has been commonly reported among first year 
university students who are either moderately or severely stressed by the task of managing 
money (Tyrrell, 1992).  Financial concerns are commonly identified as one of the greatest 
sources of stress for international students (Chen, 1999; Lin & Yi, 1997; Mori, 2000; Mullins. 
Quintrell, & Hancock, 1995).  Increasing tuition fees and living expenses are notable areas of 
concern (Chen, 1999).   
In addition, Vissing and Diament (1997) found that approximately 20% of university 
students are in housing arrangements that could be classified as distressing and predisposing 
them to homelessness.  Poor quality of accommodation has been associated with lower 
measures of mental health (Evans, Chan, Wells, & Saltzman, 2000).  Also, many international 
students are unable to find suitable housing on account of the scarcity of residential hall 
accommodation and lack of housing in the private sector (NLCIA, 2000; Student Housing, 
2002).    
Though the pursuit of high academic standards is strongly validated in the university 
environment, research points to many tertiary students having excessive concerns and placing 
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extreme demands on themselves in relation to the attainment of academic excellence.  
Overall, academic related issues have been found to pose considerable concern for students 
(Rice & Dellwo, 2002). Academic demands have been found to create significantly more 
problems for international students than their domestic counterparts (Burns, 1991). Research 
has shown that academic related problems are of major concern to international students 
(Hashim & Zhiliang, 2003; Misra, Crist, & Burant, 2003). These problems are heightened as 
international students try to master a new language and educational system that is often vastly 
different to their home culture.   
As many students move away from home and their familiar environments, they may 
lose important support structures that have acted as powerful coping mechanisms in times of 
stressful life events. Social support helps in personal adjustment. It consists of instrumental 
and emotional support (Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1990). Instrumental support involves 
assistance with practical problems, while emotional support is associated with the knowledge 
that one is valued, supported and belongs to a group (Sarason et al. 1990). While domestic 
students have been shown to have lower levels of adjustment at entry and three months into 
the semester, they have an advantage over the international students by having more 
opportunity to access family and friends (DEST, 2005b).  Nevertheless, the collectivist 
orientation of most international students and geographical distance from the family often 
results in the loss of important support networks and the loss of interdependent relationships.  
In a US study, Hechanova-Alampay, Beehr, Christiansen and Van Horn (2002), found that 
international students report less social support than domestic students. Further, international 
students are reluctant to utilise support services that are available on campuses due to 
inhibitions and social stigma (Cheng, Leong, & Geist, 1993; Murphy-Shigematsu, 2001; 
Mori, 2000).  Recent investigations on the student population are showing a strong 
relationship between social support and psychological well being (Crockett, Iturbide, Stone, 
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McGinley, Raffaelli & Carlo, 2007; Lee, Koeske, & Sales, 2004). These studies have 
demonstrated that social support, in the form of practical assistance and help with language 
and academic related matters has stress-buffering effects for the international students. 
Similarly, a lack of social support may have a deleterious impact (Crocket et al., 2007; Lee et 
al., 2004).   
Expectations and coping styles of students 
 A review of the literature indicates that associated with stressors are an individual’s 
appraisals and interpretations of self and the situation as well as coping ability (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984). The students’ perception of their own selves as well as the expectations from 
the university environment plays a very important role in their adjustment. There has been an 
increase in students’ perception of themselves as consumers or customers of a service 
organisation and linked with this is the high expectations of standards and efficiency from the 
educational institutions (East, 2001; Smart, Volet, & Ang, 2000). Therefore, customer 
satisfaction is becoming increasingly important. Occasionally, the international students’ 
expectations of service are not met by universities (East, 2001) who may have been portrayed 
in an overstated way by zealous marketing. Berno and Ward (2002) found that a lack of 
satisfaction or undermet expectations was associated with poorer adaptation in international 
students.  They suggest that the difference between expectations and experiences is associated 
with overall adaptation: the bigger the discrepancies, the poorer the psychological and socio-
cultural adaptation. Research shows that international students have lower perceptions of 
services offered by their universities than their domestic counterparts (Sherry, Bhat, Beaver, 
& Ling, 2003). 
Similarly, the students’ successful adjustment at a tertiary institution is also influenced 
by their coping styles. Lazarus and Folkman (1980) maintain that there are two general ways 
in which the individual copes with stressful situations. Problem-focused and active coping 
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involves using positive strategies to manage stressors and has been associated with good 
problem solving and better adjustment (Crockett et al., 2007). These efforts help an individual 
manage or minimize the internal or external demands.  However, avoidant and negatively 
oriented emotion-focused coping involves dysfunctional and debilitating strategies such as 
substance abuse, behavioural disengagement, self-blame, and denial has been associated with 
poor psychological outcomes (Carver, 1997; Crockett et al., 2007). Differences in coping 
styles have been found within and between cultural groups.  Leong and Lau (2001) maintain 
that Asian cultures have a tendency to utilise repression and avoidance.  Similarly, Bjork, 
Cuthbertson, Thurman and Lee (2001) state that passive coping strategies such as avoidance, 
withdrawal, resignation to and acceptance of fate are exhibited by the Asians. Furthermore, 
there is evidence that insufficient or maladaptive coping resources during the time of 
adjustment may lead to psychopathological consequences (Berry, 1980).   
Psychological distress in students 
  The adjustment difficulties that students confront in the current academic environment 
may lead to psychological distress. The incidence of complex and significant psychological 
problems among university students is on the increase (Adlaf, Gliksman, Demers, & Newton-
Taylor, 2001).  Furr, Westefeld, McConnell, and Jenkins (2001) found that more than 50 
percent of tertiary students had depressive symptoms soon after the commencement of their 
studies.  In an Australian study, Schweitzer (1996) indicated that 45 percent of college 
students reported experiencing emotional distress. As the rates of distress among university 
students are significantly higher than among the general population (Adlaf, et al., 2001) this is 
of major concern. 
 The difficulties may be more marked for international students than their domestic 
counterparts. Janca and Hetzer (1992) compared the psychiatric morbidity rates for the two 
groups and found that the international students had higher rates.  Encountering a new culture 
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may provide the potential for personal growth and development however, more commonly the 
process may be fraught with difficulties and hardship.  International students have been 
reported to have stressors that are unique to domestic students in addition to stressors that are 
common to the adjustment process (Toyokawa & Toyokawa, 2002).  Cultural factors such as 
the degree of cultural difference between the sojourner and the host nation may greatly 
influence the quality of sojourn experience of international students. Alexander, Klein, 
Workneh and Miller (1981) identified differences in food, language, climate, customs, 
communication, and identity issues associated with loss or change in status as being salient 
issues of concern for foreign students.  Additionally, the individualism-collectivism cultural 
syndrome is perhaps the most salient difference between cultures (Triandas, 1999).  Ward, 
Leong and Low (2004) indicated that the absence of a cultural-fit between one’s cultural 
framework and the practices of host society tends to aggravate adjustment problems.  For 
some students, Australia’s individualist orientation may pose a stark contrast to their home 
culture’s collectivist traditions, values and customs.    
The adjustment difficulties of international students have been coined as "foreign 
student syndrome" (Ward, 1967), “up rooting disorder” (Zwingman, 1978), “acculturative 
stress” (Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987) “international adjustment” (Tsang, 2001) to 
describe the unique manner in which international students experience psychological distress.  
The distinguishing features of this psychological condition have been unidentified physical 
complaints, interpersonal difficulties, poor communication style, loneliness and feelings of 
alienation (Chataway & Berry (1989; Sandhu, Portes & McPhee, 1996).    
Rationale for the study   
The contribution of international students to the Australian economy and educational 
environment is impressive. Therefore, there is an emphasis on research on this population in 
Australia. Similarly, Australian universities have invested a tremendous amount of effort to 
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enhance the well-being of all students with a special reference to international students by 
setting up specialised support services to offer practical help, assistance with studies and 
language (Omeri, Malcolm, Ahern, & Wellington, 2003). There are still gaps in knowledge as 
far as the adjustment of international students is concerned.  Although, a number of studies 
point to international students experiencing more difficulties than domestic students, few 
studies have utilised comparison groups and even fewer have compared them on a range of 
variables to determine the nature and sources of differences.  
There are many benefits of extending research on international students in Australia.  
Further research may assist universities to address the concerns and problems that are 
encountered by international students by establishing more effective services.  This may assist 
students to adjust more successfully to their host nation.  Further, international students who 
feel their needs are being acknowledged and responded to may convey favourable feedback to 
their families and friends. Positive feedback not only assists in retaining and capturing more 
of the export education market but helps maintain the reputation and image.  In addition, as 
many international alumini of Australian universities become eminent leaders in their home 
countries, a positive sojourn helps to develop and strengthen international ties and trade links.   
Aims and Hypotheses  
The study aimed to compare the international and domestic students on a range of 
variables: demographic, accommodation and financial satisfaction, social and academic 
stressors, mismatched expectation, dysfunctional coping and psychological distress. It was 
hypothesised that international students would report lower financial and accommodation 
satisfaction and social support (hypothesis 1); and higher mismatched expectations, academic 
stress, dysfunctional coping and psychological distress (hypothesis 2) than domestic students.   
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Method 
Participants 
 
The data were collected as a part of another study (Khawaja & Demspey, 2006). 
Participants consisted of international and domestic (N = 86 in each sample) students studying 
at an Australian university.  The international students ranged in age from 18 to 44 years with 
a mean of 24.6 years (SD = 5.26).  There were 24 males (27.9%) and 62 females (72.1%).  
The duration of time spent in Australia ranged from .1 to 10.5 years with a mean of 2.06 years 
(SD = 2.07).  The majority of international students (87.2%) were single.  Among the 
international students, 31.4% were enrolled in the Health and 29.1% in the Business faculties.  
The remaining students were enrolled in various faculties throughout the university.  The 
majority (83.5%) of international students held citizenship in Asian countries. They came 
from East Asia (33.8%), South East Asia (39.6%), South Asia (9.2%), South West Asia 
(1.2%), Europe (9.4%), Africa (2.4%), and America (4.7%). More than half of the 
international participants were residing in rental accommodation (68.6%) and received 
financial support predominantly through their parents (67.1%). 
 The domestic students ranged in age from 17 to 52 years with a mean of 24.7 years 
(SD = 10.0).  The gender distribution was 28 males (32.6%) and 58 females (67.4%).  All 
domestic students held citizenship in Australia. The duration of time spent in Australia ranged 
from 2 to 52 years with a mean of 22.46 years (SD = 11.18).  The majority of domestic 
students (69.4%) were single.  Among the domestic students, 53.5% were enrolled in the 
Health faculty.  The remaining students were enrolled in various faculties throughout the 
university.  The majority of domestic participants was living with their parents (60%) and 
received financial support mainly through employment (58.1%). 
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Measures  
  
  Demographics form.  This form was used to gather information about participant age, 
gender, marital status, mode of study, program type, faculty of enrolment, course name, 
campus base, country of citizenship, length of residence in Australia and duration of time 
spent at university. 
             Housing Scale.  This scale consisted of two items adapted from an existing scale 
(Sam, 2001) scale. Item 1 (What kind of housing do you live in?) explored whether they lived 
in personally owned or rented accommodation, or with family or friends. Item 2 (How 
satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your living arrangement?) examined the satisfaction with 
the living arrangement on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1, “very dissatisfied” to 5, very 
satisfied”.  
             Financial Situation Scale.   This scale consisted of two items adapted from an  
 
existing scale (Sam, 2001). Item 1 (What is your main source of economic support?)  
 
examined whether the financial support was obtained through a scholarship, parents,  
 
employment or other. Item 2 (How would you evaluate your overall financial situation?) 
 
examined the satisfaction with the  financial situation on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from  
 
1,  “very dissatisfied”, to 5, “very satisfied”. 
          
 Academic Situation Scale (Sam, 2001).  This 6-item scale measured academic 
stress.  All items (e.g. I rarely feel strained by my studies) are rated on a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1, “strongly disagree” to 5, “strongly agree”.  All items are reverse scored.  The 
instrument has a Cronbach's alpha of 0.83 (Sam, 2001). 
Servqual Scale (East, 2001. This instrument was adapted from Parasuraman, Berry, & 
Zeithaml, 1985).  East (2001) adapted the instrument to suit the university environment. It 
measures the students’ perception of the university’s service quality. It consists of two scales 
with 22 items in each scale.  One of the scales (Servqual Scale – expectations) assesses the 
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students’ anticipated expectations of the service provided by an excellent university (e.g. At 
an excellent university you are confident that the money you spend on this education is worth 
it). The other (Servqual  Scale – perceptions) assesses the students’ actual perceptions of the 
service quality offered by the university attended by them (e.g. At this university you are 
confident that the money you spend on this education is worth it).  The perception minus the 
expectation gap scores constitutes the mismatched expectations, which is used in the current 
study.  All items are rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1, “strongly disagree” to 7, 
“strongly agree”.  The factor analysis conducted on the gap scores indicted five dimensions: 
tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy.  Cronbach’s alpha coefficients 
reported for the five subscales ranges from .52 to .80 (East, 2001). Test-retest reliability for all 
of the subscales of Servqual Scale – expectations and Servqual Scale – perceptions ranged 
from .90 to .99 (Harris, 2002). The Servqual Scale has been used in a variety of industries 
including health care (McAlexander & Kaldenberg, 1994), real estate (Johnson, Dotson, & 
Dunlop, 1988), and higher education library services (Nitecki, 1996).     
Brief Cope Scale (Carver, 1997).  Ten items (4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 17, 19, 21, 23 and 27) 
from the Brief Cope were identified and selected as the Dysfunctional Cope (e.g. I give up 
trying to deal with it).  Brief Cope Scale (Carver, 1997) is a 28-item scale assessing an 
individual's responses to stressors. It contains the fourteen subscales of self-distraction, active 
coping, denial, substance use, use of emotional support, use of instrumental support, 
behavioural disengagement, venting, positive reframing, planning, humour, acceptance, 
religion and self-blame. All items are rated on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1, "I 
usually don't do this at all" to 4, "I usually do this a lot".  The Cronbach's alpha coefficient for 
the scale is .68 (Carver, 1997).  The Brief Cope has been used with adolescents (Phelps & 
Jarvis, 1994), and diverse ethnic populations (Perczek, Carver, Price, & Pozo-Kaderman, 
2000; Olley, Zeier, Seedat, & Stein, 2005; Saroglou & Anciaux, 2004).  The author (Carver, 
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1997) suggests selecting subscales to suit the coping style of interest, instead of using an 
overall total score. Subsequently, items reflecting dysfunctional coping (e.g. denial, substance 
use, behavioural disengagement, venting and self blame) were only selected for the current 
study.  
             Personal Resource Questionnaire Scale 85 (Brandt & Weinart, 1981).  This is a 25-
item scale assessing perceived social support. Items measure a sense of belonging to a group, 
availability of friends and relatives, a perception that there is someone who cares and supports 
and that help is available at difficult times (e.g. There are people who are available if I needed 
help over an extended period of time).   All items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale.  Scaling 
for items ranges from 1, “strongly disagree” to 5, “strongly agree”. The instrument has  
Cronbach’s alphas varying between .86 to .91 (Chen, Deng, & Chang, 2001). Test-retest 
reliability varies between .72 (Lodgson, Birkimer, & Barbee, 1997) and .80 (Wang & Laffrey, 
2000). The instrument has been used with Anglo and culturally diverse populations (Orshan, 
1998; Tsai, Tak, Moore, & Palencia, 2002).    
Hopkins Symptom Checklist  (Derogatis, Lipman, Rickels, Uhlenhut, & Covi, 1974). 
This instrument is a 62-item scale, which measures psychological distress (e.g. Crying easily).  
All items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 0, “not at all” to 3, “extremely”.   It 
contains the five subscales of somatisation, obsessive-compulsive, interpersonal sensitivity, 
depression and anxiety.  As one item (item 30) used a phrase that international students may 
not have been familiar with, the word “sad” was included in brackets after “blue” to give 
more clarity to the statement.   Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the five subscales have 
ranged from .84 to .87 (Derogatis et al., 1974). Test-retest reliabilities for the five subscales 
range from .81 to .90 (Barker-Collo, 2003). The test has been used with non-Western 
immigrant and refugee groups (Kaaya et al., 2002; Veijola et al., 2003).  
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Procedure  
Ethical approval was obtained from the University’s Ethics Committee. The 
international students were recruited through the International Student Office, International 
Student Guild and International Language College of the university. Information about the 
study was posted on the notice boards of the International Student Office, International 
Student Guild and International Language College. An email about the study was also sent to 
the international students by these departments of the university, inviting them to participate 
in the study. The second author attended the events organised by these organisations, and with 
their permission, informed the international students about the study and invited them to 
participate. A raffle draw for a $100 dinner voucher was offered as an incentive.    
                  Domestic students were recruited through first year psychology students’ pool. 
Information about the study was posted on the First year notice board. Course credit was 
given to these students who participated in the study.  Further, the second author approached 
the students from a range of schools through the announcement about the study at the 
commencements of the lectures. The raffle draw was also offered as an incentive for these 
non- psychology students. Those who volunteered to help were recruited for the study.    
All participants were given a package consisting of an information sheet, consent 
form, a demographics sheet, a battery of questionnaires and debriefing notes. Participation in 
the study was voluntary and took approximately thirty minutes. The participants had the 
option of contacting the research team if they had any question. All participants were 
debriefed in writing through an attached debriefing note. Participants completed the 
questionnaires in their own time. They had the option of returning the completed 
questionnaires to the research team through the collection boxes or mail. Scales were arranged 
randomly to counter order effects. 
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Design 
 Statistical analysis was performed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences 
(SPSS) Version 13.  A series of chi-square tests were conducted to investigate potential 
demographic differences for international and domestic students on gender, marital status, 
accommodation type, and source of financial support. An independent sample t-test was 
conducted to compare both groups on age.  A series of independent samples t-tests were 
conducted to investigate whether there were differences between international and domestic 
students on financial satisfaction, accommodation satisfaction, mismatched expectations, 
dysfunctional coping, social support, academic stress, and psychological distress. 
Results 
Data Screening 
 
 Data was screened for missing values and accuracy.  A minimal amount data (less than 
5%) was randomly missing for any variable.  These values were replaced with the mean of the 
variable (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). The assumptions of normality were met. 
Reliability of Scales 
 The responses of the two samples were used to determine the internal consistencies of 
the instruments. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the Personal Resource Questionnaire, 
Servqual Scale - expectations, Servqual Scale - perception, Dysfunctional Coping, Academic 
Stress Scale and Hopkins Symptom Checklist were (alphas based on International students are 
in parenthesis) .87 (.91), .86 (.93), .92 (.93), .61 (.66), .68 (.63), .95 (.96) respectively.  
Analyses of Demographics  
 A series of chi-square tests were conducted to examine potential differences between 
international and domestic students on gender, marital status, accommodation type, and 
source of finances.  An independent sample t-test was conducted to examine the difference 
between both groups on age.  Table 1 shows the Chi-square values for the demographics.  
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Chi-square analyses indicated significant differences between the international and domestic 
participants on marital status, accommodation type, and source of financial support (Table 1). 
More international students were single compared to the domestic students. International 
students were living in rented houses, while most of the domestic students lived with parents. 
Parents were supporting the international students financially, while the bulk of domestic 
students relied on part or full time jobs.  There were no group differences on the basis of 
gender.  An independent sample t-test revealed no significant difference between the groups 
on age, t (168) = -.07,  p > .05, equal variances not assumed. 
Please insert Table 1 here 
Comparison of international and domestic students on Accommodation Satisfaction, 
Financial Satisfaction, Mismatched Expectations, Dysfunctional Coping, Social Support, 
Academic Stress, and Psychological Distress. 
Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, and t-tests for all variables.   Higher 
scores on Accommodation Satisfaction, Financial Satisfaction, and Personal Resource 
Questionnaire 85 (Social Support) indicate the greater level of competency or adjustment.  
Higher scores on Servqual Scale (Mismatched Expectations), Academic Stress Scale, 
Dysfunctional Coping, and Hopkins Checklist Scale (Psychological Distress) reveal poor 
adjustment. 
A series of independent samples t-tests were used to assess the differences between 
international and domestic participants on Accommodation Satisfaction, Financial 
Satisfaction, Mismatched Expectations, Dysfunctional Coping, Social Support, Academic 
Stress, and Psychological Distress. Levene’s test revealed that univariate homogeneity of 
variances was not similar across the groups for accommodation satisfaction, t (168) =  4.04,  p 
< .05, and mismatched expectations t (170) =  7.11,  p < .05.  Results showed that there was  
a significant difference between international and domestic students on social support 
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dysfunctional coping, and mismatched expectations.  However, when a Bonferroni  
adjustment with an alpha level of .007 was used to control for family wise error,  
mismatched expectations was no longer significant.  As the Bonferroni correction is a  
very stringent method of control (Keppel, 1991) and mismatched expectations is  
conceptually dissimilar to the other variables in the study the results are interpreted  
but the conclusions drawn are tenuous.  International students had significantly lower  
social support, t (170) = p < .05, used more dysfunctional coping strategies, t (167) =  
2.75, p < .05, and had greater mismatched expectations than domestic students, t  
(170) = 2.42, p < .05, equal variances not assumed.  
Discussion 
  The present study compared the international and domestic students on a range of 
variables. The hypotheses were partially supported as the two groups showed similarities as 
differences.  
Differences  
 As expected the two groups differed on the type of accommodation, financial 
resources, social support, dysfunctional coping and mismatched expectations. It is important 
to note that preliminary and descriptive analyses showed that there were significant 
differences between international and domestic students on the type of accommodation 
students resided in and the sources of financial support received by students.  The majority of 
international students resided in rented accommodation. On the other hand the majority of 
domestic students lived with parents or relatives. This is an interesting social change, contrary 
to a previous trend of students moving out of the family home. Differences in the source of 
financial support were also evident with the majority of international students obtaining 
financial support from parents while the majority of domestic students received financial 
support from employment.     
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Consistent with previous research (Sherry et al., 2004), international students, 
compared with domestic students, had more discrepancy between their expectations and 
perceptions of the quality services.  This finding was not unexpected given the higher 
financial and emotional costs incurred by studying abroad.  Further, given the primacy of 
academic achievement in Asian cultures (Matsumoto, 1994) and the often stark contrast in 
learning environments between international and domestic students, it may be plausible to 
expect that there would be larger gaps between the former group’s expectations and 
experiences of their educational environment.  International students may have anticipated a 
high quality of service delivery from the university but after arrival, their expectations may 
not have been met.  However, this result should be interpreted with caution as when a 
Bonferroni correction was applied to the statistical analysis, there was no difference between 
international and domestic students. 
As expected, international students had lower level of social support than domestic 
students. The result was in line with previous investigation (Hechanova-Alampay et al., 
2002). The higher levels of social support reported by the domestic students could have been 
a result of these students living with their parents or relatives. Domestic students probably had 
easier access to assistance and support than international students due to their closer proximity 
to important support networks provided by their accommodation arrangements.  Moreover, 
most of the international students were of Asian origin with a collectivistic orientation 
(Triandis, 1999); it is plausible to expect that they felt isolated and lonely due to the 
geographical distance from their social network. Being new in Australia and coming from a 
culture that promotes inhibition and restraint, these students at times may not seek support. 
This is consistent with previous studies which reveal that international students are reluctant 
to utilise support services available on the campuses (Mori, 2001; Murphy-Shigematsu, 2001;  
Cheng et al., 1993).  Deprivation of supportive structures that are integral to international 
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students’ interdependent identities can attenuate their capacity to deal with stressors 
((Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992). This approach may have a profound effect on their ability to 
cope with the day to day difficulties.    
It is therefore not surprising that coping differences were found between domestic and 
international students.  Compared to domestic students, the international students’ approach to 
deal with issues and difficulties was maladaptive. The findings are consistent with previous 
studies and indicate that international students used avoidance, repression and other passive 
coping strategies. Bjork and colleagues (2001) and Leong and Lau (2001) maintain that Asian 
cultures have a tendency to utilise repression and avoidance. Berry and colleagues (1987) 
suggested that when the demands imposed by a new environment exert excessive 
requirements, the available resources at the individual’s disposal may be taxed beyond their 
limits.  This highlights the importance of the dynamic relationship between the person and 
environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  
These findings have important implications for the tailoring of suitable interventions 
that focus on teaching more adaptive coping strategies to students.  Programs that strive to 
keep abreast of and respond to students’ academic needs would assist in offering social and 
instrumental support (Omeri et al., 2003).  Events and activities that attempt to develop a 
sense of belongingness and strengthen ties amongst international students and with co-
national and locals will help provide valuable emotional and instrumental support. Further, 
emotional support can be offered to the international students by conveying a message that 
they are valued by the universities. Finally, by being informed about the expectations and 
experiences of students, universities may bridge the gap in undermet expectations. 
Similarities 
Contrary to the expectation, international and domestic students were equally satisfied 
with their accommodation arrangements and financial circumstances.  This is not consistent 
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with previous research (Chen, 1999; Lin & Yi, 1997; Mori, 2000; Mullins, 1995; Robert & 
Golding, 1999; Tyrrell, 1992; Vissing & Diament, 1997) and the concerns expressed by the 
National Liaison Committee for International Students in Australia (2004).  As most 
international students had resided in Australia for longer than two years it may be likely that 
accommodation and financial problems were resolved earlier in their sojourn.   
Both groups were also similar on their level of academic stress. The results were 
contrary to previous research (Burns, 1991; Rice & Dellwo, 2002).  The two groups had 
similar level of academic concerns and difficulties. It is important to note that in the current 
university environment, counselling and specific international student services are active 
(Omeri et al., 2003).  It is plausible that academic support provided by the university may 
have ameliorated the stressors associated academic learning. This may have particularly 
assisted the international students in meeting academic standards in a foreign environment.  
However, both groups differed on a number of education-related dimensions including the 
courses undertaken, the type of program being studied and campus location.   
Comparisons on psychological distress indicated that there were no differences 
between the two groups. It appeared that the two groups experienced similar degree of 
emotional distress.  The findings were not consistent with Janca and Hetzer (1992) study. 
Though previous studies have indicated that international students experience added stressors, 
in this study they did not appear to outweigh the psychological distress experienced by 
domestic students.  It is possible that international students, who come from high socio-
economic status background, may not experience the same degree of financial worries and 
concerns as less privileged domestic students (Wang, 1999).  Moreover, it is also possible that 
most of the international students, who had been in Australia for more than a couple of years, 
may have adapted and acculturated adequately.     
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Limitations and future research 
 There are some limitations to this research.  The data were collected by self report 
measures, subject to retrospective biases. Even though the scales used in the study had been 
used previously in cross-cultural settings, their validity on the basis of international students 
has not been evaluated. Further, it is unclear to what extent the language barrier acted as a 
hindrance for the international students. Future studies should try qualitative methods like 
interviews and / or focus groups using English as well as the international students’ native 
languages. It would be interesting to examine the differences in responses due to the language 
used.  Most participants came from the faculty of health of a single institution; they may not 
represent adequately the average tertiary student. Therefore, the results may not be 
generalised to all tertiary students. Future studies should examine the international and 
domestic students at various universities across Australia. Due to the use of convenience 
sample, significant differences between the international and domestic students on marital 
status, faculty of enrolment, type of accommodation and source of finances were also 
apparent.  Potentially, these may be confounds that augment the limitations of this study.  
Further studies should attempt to match the two groups. The current study was limited by its 
sample size. The recruitment of a larger sample may allow a more sophisticated analysis to be 
performed so as to gain greater understanding of the relationships among the variables.  A 
more evenly sampled population of students from a range of age groups, marital status, 
faculties, cultures, gender and duration of stay may also assist in the generalisability of 
results. 
Conclusion 
This study compared the international and domestic students on a range of variables.  
In spite of the limitations, the findings provide further insight into the nature of the university 
experiences of both international and domestic students in Australia.  International students’ 
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lower levels of social support, higher mismatched expectations and greater use of 
dysfunctional coping strategies places them in a more vulnerable situation than the domestic 
students. 
In the face of these current findings, this study may have practical utility for a number 
of key areas in higher education.  It may assist university counsellors in the design of 
intervention programs that inform and teach more appropriate coping strategies.  In addition, 
the fostering of a supportive campus environment may assist international students to forge 
strong connections with domestic students.  Finally, marketing practices that prepare students 
more realistically for studies as well as the implementation of cross-cultural training and 
orientation programs may help to temper the mismatch in expectations and experiences of 
international students. 
 
 
 
 
   Tertiary Students 23
References 
Adlaf, e. M., Gliksman, L., Demers, A., & Newton-Taylor, B. (2001). The prevalence 
 of elevated psychological distress among Canadian undergraduates: Findings  
 from the 1998 Canadian Campus Survey. Journal of American College Health, 50, 67. 
 
Alexander, A. A., Klein, M. H., Workneh, F., & Miller, M. H. (1981). Psychotherapy 
 and the foreign student. In P. B. Pedersen, J. G. Draguns, W. J. Lonner, & J. E.  
 Trimble (Eds.), Counseling across cultures: Revised and expanded edition (pp. 227-
243). Honolulu, HI: University Press of Hawaii. 
Barker-Collo, S.  L. (2003). Culture and validity of the Symptom Checklist-90-Revised and 
Profile of Mood States in a New Zealand student sample. Cultural Diversity and 
Ethnic Minority Psychology, 9, 185 - 196. 
Berno, T. and Ward, C. (2002). Cross-cultural and Educational Adaptation of Asian      
            Students in New Zealand. Wellington: Asia2000 Foundation, Retrieved on 21 June, 
 2008. http://www.asianz.org.nz/files/wardbernoreport.pdf 
Berry, J. W. (1980). Comparative studies of acculturative stress. International  
Migration Review, 21, 491 - 511. 
Berry, J. W., Kim. T, Minde, T., & Mok, D. (1987). Comparative studies of acculturative 
stress. International Migration Review, 21, 490 - 511. 
Bjork, J. P., Cutherbertson, W., Thurman, J. W., & Lee, Y. (2001). Ethnicity, coping, and 
distress among Korean Americans, Filipino Americans, and Caucasian Americans. 
Journal of Social Psychology, 141, 421 - 443. 
Brandt, P. A., & Weinart, C. (1981). The PRQ: A social support measure. Nursing Research, 
30, 277 - 280. 
Burns, R. B. (1991). Study and stress among first year overseas students in an Australian 
university. Higher Education Research & Development, 10, 61 - 77. 
   Tertiary Students 24
Carver, C. S. (1997). You want to measure coping but your protocols too long. Consider the 
Brief COPE. International  Journal of Behavioral Medicine,4, 92 - 100. 
Chataway, C., & Berry, J. W. (1989). Acculturation experiences, appraisal, coping and 
adaptation: A comparison of Hong Kong, Chinese, French, and English 
 students in Canada. Canadian Journal of Behavioral Science, 21, 295 - 309. 
 Chen, C. P. (1999). Common stressor amongst international students: Research and 
 counseling implications. Journal of College Counseling, 2, 49-67.  
 
Chen, M-L., Deng, S-L., & Chang, H-K. (2001). A comparison of the health locus of control 
 and perceived social support between cancer and Aids patients. Scandinavian 
 Journal of Caring, 15, 92 - 98. 
Cheng, D., Leong, F. T. L., & Geist, R. (1993). Cultural differences in psychological distress 
between Asian and American college students. Journal of Multicultural Counseling & 
Development, 21, 182 - 189. 
Clinard, J. W., & Golden, S. B., Jr. (1973). Life-change events as related to self-  
            reported academic and job performance. Psychological Reports, 33, 391 - 394. 
Crockett, L. J., Iturbide, M. I., Stone, R. A.T., McGinley, M., Raffaelli, M. & Carlo, G. 
(2007). Acculturative stress, social support, and coping: Relations to psychological 
adjustment among Mexican American college students. Cultural Diversity and Ethnic 
Minority Psychology, 13, 347-355.  
Demand for student housing rises. (2002, July 17). Courier Mail, The (Brisbane),  
p. 37. Retrieved October 13, 2004, from Ebscohost database. 
DEST, 2005a. igher Education Report 2004-5. DEST, Canberra. 
DEST, 2005b. The first year experience in Australian Universities: Findings from a decade of 
 national studies. DEST, Canberra. 
   Tertiary Students 25
Derogatis, L. R., Lipman, R. S., Rickels, C L., Uhlenhut, E. H., & Covi, L. (1974). The 
Hopkins symptom checklist (HSCL): A self report symptom inventory. Behavioral 
Science, 19, 1 - 15. 
East, J. (2001). Students as customers: International student perceptions of   
             educational services at La Trobe University. Unpublished master's  
            thesis, University of Armidale, Armidale, NSW. 
Evans, G. W., Chan, H. E., Wells, M., Saltzman, H. (2000). Housing quality and mental 
health. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 68, 526 - 530. 
Furnham, S. (2004). Foreign students: Education and culture shock. Psychologist, 17, 16 - 20. 
Furr, S. R., Westefield, J. S., McConnell, G. N., & Jenkins, J. M. (2001). Suicide and  
 depression among college students: A decade later. Professional Psychology: 
 Research and Practice, 32, 97 - 100. 
Hair, J. F., Anderson, R. E., Tatham, R. L., & Black, W. C. (1998). Multivariate 
 data analysis. New Jersey: Prentice Hall, International, Inc. 
Hashim, I. H., Zhiliang, Y. (2003). Cultural and gender differences in perceiving stressors: A 
cross-cultural investigation of African and Western students in Chinese colleges. 
Stress and Health, 19, 217 - 225. 
Hechanova-Alampay, R., Beehr, T. A., Christiansen, N. D., & Van Horn, R. K. (2002). 
Adjustment and strain among domestic and international student 
 sojourners: A longitudinal study. School Psychology International, 23,  
 458 - 474. 
Harris, B. L. (2002). A study of service quality: Gap analysis of expectations versus 
 performance perceptions of junior, senior, and graduate students. Unpublished phd 
thesis, University of Alabama, Alabama: Birmingham. 
   Tertiary Students 26
Janca, A., & Hetzer, J. E. (1992). Psychiatric morbidity of foreign students in Yugoslavia:  A 
25-year retrospective analysis. International Journal of Social Psychiatry, 38, 287 - 
292. 
Johnson, L. L., Dotson, M. J., & Dunlop, B. J. (1988). Service quality determinants 
 and effectiveness in the real estate brokerage industry. The Journal of Real Estate 
Research, 3, 21 - 36. 
Kaaya, S. F., Fawzi, M. C. S., Mbwambo, J. K., Lee, B., Msamanga, G. I., & Fawzi, W. 
(2002). Validity of the Hopkins Symptom Checklist -25 amongst HIV-positive 
pregnant women in Tanzania. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 106, 9 - 19.   
Keppel, G. (1991). Design and analysis: A researcher's handbook (3rd ed.). New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc. 
Khawaja, N.G. & Dempsey, J. (2007). Psychological distress in International University 
students: An Australian study. Australian Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 17 , 
13-27.  
Lazarus, R. S., & Folkman, S. (1984). Stress, appraisal, and coping. New York: Springer. 
Lee, J., Koeske, G.F., & Sales, E. (2004). Social support buffering of acculturative stress: a 
studey of mental health symptoms among Korean international students. International 
Journal of Intercultural Relations, 28, 399-414.  
Leong, F. T. L., & Chou, E. L. (Ed.). (1996). Counseling international students (4th ed.). 
Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
Lin, J. G., & Yi, J. K. (1997). Asian international student's adjustment: Issues and program 
suggestions. College Student Journal, 31, 473 - 479. 
Lodgson, M. C., Birkimer, J. C., & Barbee, A. P. (1997). Social support providers for 
 postpartum women. Journal of Social Behaviour and Personality, 12, 89 -  
 102. 
   Tertiary Students 27
Mallinckrodt, B. L., & Leong, F. L. (1992). International graduate students, stress, and social 
support. Journal of College Student Development, 33, 71 - 77. 
Matsumoto, D. (1994). People: Psychology from a cultural perspective. Pacific Grove, CA: 
Brooks/Cole. 
McAlexander, J. H., & Kaldenberg, D. O. (1994). Service quality management. Journal  
 of Health Care Marketing, 14, 34-40. 
 
Misra, R., Crist, M., & Burant, C. J. (2003). Relationships among life stress, social support, 
academic stressors, and reactions to stressors of international students in the United 
States. International Journal of Stress Management, 10, 137 - 157. 
Mori, S. (2000). Addressing the mental health concerns of international students. Journal of 
Counseling and Development, 78, 137 - 144. 
Mullins, G., Quintrell, N., & Hancock, L. (1995). The experience of international and local 
students at three Australian universities. Higher Education Research & Development, 
14, 201 - 231. 
Murff, S. H. (2005). The impact of stress on academic success in college students. Journal of  
Association of Black Nursing Faculty, 15, 102 - 104. 
Murphy-Shigematsu, S. (2001). Understanding and counseling international students 
 with acculturative stress.  Journal of International Student Advisors and Educators, 4, 
1 - 15. 
National Liaison Committee for International Students in Australia. (2001).  
 Review of Higher Education financing and policy: International students' 
 perspectives in Higher Education in Australia. Retrieved February 4, 2005  
 from http://www.dest.gov.au/archive/highered/hereview/submissions/N/NLC.html 
Nitecki, D. A. (1996). Changing the concept and measure of service quality in  
 academic libraries. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 22, 181 - 190. 
   Tertiary Students 28
Olley, B. O., Zeier, M. D., Seedat, S., & Stein, D. J. (2005). Post-traumatic stress disorder 
among recently diagnosed patients with HIV/AIDS. South Africa. 
 Aids Care, 17, 550 - 557. 
Omeri, A., Malcolm, P., Ahern, M., & Wellington, B. (2003). Meeting the challenges of 
cultural diversity in the academic setting. Nurse Education in Practice, 3,5-22.   
Orshan, S. A. (1999). Acculturation, perceived social support, self-esteem, and 
 pregnancy status among Dominican adolescents. Health Care for Women  
 International, 20, 245 - 457. 
Parasuraman, A., Berry, L. L., & Zeithaml, V. A. (1985). Refinement and reassessment of the 
SERVQUAL scale. Journal of Retailing, 67, 420 - 450. 
Perczek, R., Carver, C. S., Price, A. A., & Pozo-Kaderman, C. (2000). Coping, mood, 
 and aspects of personality in Spanish translation and evidence of convergence 
 with English versions. Journal of Personality Assessment, 74, 63 - 87.  
Phelps, S. B., & Jarvis, P. A. (1994). Coping in adolescence: Empirical evidence for a  
 theoretically based approach to assessing coping. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 
23, 359 - 371. 
Rice, G. H., & Dellwo, J. P. (2002). Perfectionism and self-development: Implications 
for college adjustment. Journal of Counseling and Development, 80, 188 – 196. 
Roberts, R., Golding, J., Towell T, Weinreib I. (1999). The effects of economic circumstances  
 on British students' mental and phsical health. Journal of American College Health,  
 48, 103-109. 
 
Sam, D. L. (2001). Satisfaction with life among international students: An exploratory study. 
Social Indicators Research, 53, 315 - 322. 
Sandhu, D. S., Portes, P. R., & McPhee, S. A. (1996). Assessing cultural adaption:  
 Psychometric properties of the Cultural Adaption Pain Scale. Journal of  
   Tertiary Students 29
 Multicultural Counseling, 24, 15 - 25. 
Sarason, B. R., Sarason, I. G., & Pierce, G. R. (1990). Social support. New York: Wiley. 
Saroglou, V., & Anciaux, L. (2001). Linking sick humour: Coping styles and religion  
 as predictors. Humour, 17, 257 - 277. 
Schweitzer, R. D. (1996). Problems and awareness of support services among students  
 at an urban Australian university. Journal of American College Health, 45, 73-77. 
Sherry, C., Bhat, R., Beaver, B., & Ling, A. (2004). Students as customers: The  
 expectations and perceptions of local and international students. Retrieved  
 October 24, 2005, from http://herdsa2004.curtin.edu.my/Contributions/ 
RPapers/P017-jt.pdf. 
Tabachnik, B., & Fidell, L. S. (2001). Using multivariate statistics. Needham Heights 
 Allyn & Bacon. 
Toyokawa, T., & Toyokawa, N. (2002). Extracurricular activities and the adjustment of Asian 
international students: A study of Japanese students. International Journal of 
Intercultural Relations, 26, 363 - 379. 
Triandis, H. C. (1999). Cross-cultural psychology. Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 2, 127 
- 143. 
Tsai, P-F., Tak, S., Moore, C., & Palencia, I. (2002). Nursing Theory and Concept 
Development or Analysis: Testing a theory of chronic pain. Journal of Advanced 
Nursing, 43, 158 - 169. 
Tsang, E. W. K. (2001). Adjustment of mainland Chinese academics and students to 
Singapore. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 25, 347 - 372. 
Tyrrell, J. (1992). Sources of stress among psychology undergraduates. Irish Journal of  
Psychology, 13, 184 - 192. 
   Tertiary Students 30
Veijola, J., Jokelainen, J., Laksy, K., Kantojarvi, L., Kokkonen, P., Jarvelin, M-R., & 
Joukamaa, M. (2003). The Hopkins Symptom Checklist-25 in screening DSM-III-R 
axis-1 disorders. Nordic J Psychiatry, 57, 119 - 123.  
Vissing, Y. M., & Diament, J. (1997). Housing distress among high school students. Social 
Work, 42, 31-41. 
Wang, X. (1999). A comparative study on students' life stress between Chinese and U.S. 
college students. Chinese Journal of Clinical Psychology, 7, 176 - 177. 
Wang, H. H., & Laffrey, S. C. (2000). Preliminary development and testing of instruments to 
measure self- care and social support of women in Taiwan. 
 Kaohsiung Journal of Medical Science, 16, 459 - 467. 
Ward, L. (1967). Some observations on the underlying dynamics of conflict in a foreign 
student. Journal of College Health Association, 10, 430 - 440. 
 
 
Ward, C., Leong, C., & Low, M. (2004). Personality and sojourner adjustment: An 
exploration of the Big Five and the cultural fit proposition. Journal of Cross-Cultural 
Psychology, 35 , 137-151.  
 
 
Zwingman, C. A. A. (1978). Uprooting and related phenomena: A descriptive bibliotherapy. 
Geneva: World Health Organization. 
 
 
 
 
   Tertiary Students 31
 
 
 
   Tertiary Students 32
Table 1 
Chi-square of gender, marital status, accommodation type, and source of financial support. 
Variables                                 Chi-square 
                                         Value                        d.f                                p 
                                                                
 
Gender 
 
.44 
 
1 > .05
 
Marital Status 
 
17.11 
 
4 < .01
 
Accommodation type 
 
68.52 
 
5 < .01
 
Source of Finances 
 
 
63.57 
 
5 < .01
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Table 2 
 
Means, Standard Deviations, and T-tests of Scales 
 
 
 
Measure           International    Students                      Domestic     Students                         
                                  M                       SD                   M                     SD           t          df            Sig. (2-tailed) 
 
Financial Situation Scale a 
 
3.56 .84 3.31 .90 1.80 169 .07 
Housing Scale b 3.89 1.06 3.78 1.28 .59 168 .56 
 
Personal Resource 
Questionnaire 85 c 
 
95.56 
 
14.22 
 
102.01 
 
11.89 
 
-3.23 
 
170 
 
.01 
Servqual Scale d  
 
28.68 
 
 
23.90 
 
 
20.93 
 
 
17.55 
 
 
2.42 
 
 
170 
 
 
.03 
 
Dysfunctional 
Coping  
 
 
19.06 
 
 
4.05 
 
 
17.42 
 
 
3.66 
 
 
2.75 
 
 
167 
 
 
.01 
 
Academic  
Situation Scale e 
 
18.02 
 
3.71 
 
17.71 
 
4.11 
 
-.46 
 
169 
 
.65 
 
Hopkin Symptom Checklist f 
 
 
42.01 
 
 
27.77 
 
 
40.80 
 
 
25.38 
 
 
.30 
 
 
169 
 
 
.77 
    Note: a = Financial Satisfaction; b =Accommodation Satisfaction; c =Social Support; d  =Mismatched Expectations; e =Academic Stress;  
      f = Psychological Distress.   
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